



What the librarians did:  
the marginalisation of romance 
fiction through the practices of 
public librarianship 
by Vassiliki Veros 
 
Thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for  
the degree of  
 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
under the supervision of Dr Hilary Yerbury 
University of Technology Sydney 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences 
 
December 2020 
CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP 
I, Vassiliki Veros declare that this thesis, is submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the 
award of Doctor of Philosophy, in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the University of 
Technology Sydney.  
This thesis is wholly my own work unless otherwise referenced or acknowledged. In addition, I 
certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis.  
This document has not been submitted for qualifications at any other academic institution. 
*If applicable, the above statement must be replaced with the collaborative doctoral degree
statement (see below).
*If applicable, the Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property (ICIP) statement must be added
(see below).
This research is supported by the Australian Government Research Training Program. 
Signature: 
Date: 09 December 2020 
Production Note:
Signature removed prior to publication.
 
 
Table of Contents 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY 1 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 2 
INTRODUCTION 6 
Background to study 6 
From practitioner to scholar-practitioner 7 
Influences on the emerging scholar 8 
C. Wright Mills 8 
Sheldrick Ross and Regis 9 
Manifestos, guidelines and legislation 10 
Raymond Williams 11 
Pierre Bourdieu 12 
The Australian Research Council (ARC) Popular Fiction study team 12 
Collecting the data in the study 13 
The thesis and its form 13 
The chapters themselves 14 
LITERATURE REVIEW 17 
Introduction 17 
Popular culture and the selective tradition 17 
Romance Fiction 19 
Bourdieu: Capital, fields and practices 25 
Cultural competence 26 
Cultural capital 27 
Field and doxa 28 
Habitus 29 
Practices 29 
Public librarians and their practices 30 
Fiction reading and public libraries 36 
Collection development and its practices 40 
The practices of cataloguing 43 
The practices of shelving and placement in the library 48 




Identifying the Research Method 55 
Case study research 56 
Ethnography 57 
Establishing the ethnographic case study 58 
Positioning the Researcher 60 
 
 
Data Collection in this study 61 
Thinking tools 61 
Quality in the Research 63 
Data Collection Techniques 66 
Field Observation 66 
Gathering Documents 68 
Interviews 70 
Reflections on the Data Collection processes 71 
Method of Data analysis - Thematic Analysis and coding 71 
Data Collection and Analysis in this Study 73 
Conclusion 81 
KEY FINDINGS 83 
Introduction 83 
An early scholar’s overview of the research question 84 
Journal article 1: The romance reader and the public library 86 
The selection, acquisition and collection of romance fiction 99 
Journal article 2: The selective tradition, the role of romance fiction donations, and public library practices in 
New South Wales, Australia 101 
Cataloguing, classification and metadata 120 
Journal article 3: A matter of meta: category romance fiction and the interplay of paratext and library 
metadata 122 
Floor placement and shelving of library books 138 
Journal Article 4: Nobody puts romance fiction in the corner: public librarians and their dalliance with 
romance fiction. 140 
Choices of books for Book groups 160 
Journal article 5: Metatextual conversations: the exclusion/inclusion of genre fiction in public libraries and 




Extending upon the literature on practices of public librarians 183 
Selective Tradition 186 
Cultural capital as shaped by librarianship 189 
Metadata and cultural competence 192 
The practice of accepting donations 195 
Vendors and their responsibility in collection building 197 
Providing book kits to book groups 199 
Cataloguing practices and the implications on metadata misapplication 201 
Introduction 201 
Impact upon the metadata 202 
Impact on the creator 205 
Implications on browsing and serendipitous searching 206 
Implications of shelving and placement 207 
 
 
Contributions to Research Practices 211 
Interdisciplinary studies discussion 213 
Conclusion 214 
Innovations 217 
The implications of the study 219 
Limitations of the study 221 
Areas for future research 222 













Acknowledgement of country 
 
I acknowledge the traditional owners of the Gadigal and Wangal people of the Eora nation, on 
whose land I wrote my thesis, and the many First Nations countries where I carried out my field 
work. I recognise their continuing connection to land, waters and culture. I pay my respects to 
Elders past, present and emerging, acknowledging them as traditional custodians of knowledge 









There are many people who have helped me during my doctoral studies. Firstly, I thank my 
wonderful husband, John Elliott who is the ultimate enabler, who never wavered every time I told 
him that the thesis was going to take “just one more year” but instead encouraged me. His love 
and trust, his ability to be hilarious in all moments, and his constant plying me with morning 
coffee sustained me throughout this thesis. He has been my sounding board for all my library 
scholarly ideas, and he probably never expected to know so much about romance fiction. I also 
thank my sons, Peter and Paul, who have accepted with good humour all the mouldy bread, 
missing sandwich fillers, burnt dinners, missed dinners, late dinners and my many bribes to get 
them to cook dinner for me instead – they learnt early in life that I am a reader mother and not a 
chef mother.  
Thank you to my supervisor, Dr Hilary Yerbury, for giving me space to be creative in my 
research, but also keeping me on track when I needed to avoid all the sparkly, interesting research 
bibelots that did not relate to my thesis. She encouraged and supported me through the whole 
process, she took in her stride my emotional responses to my research and helped me interpret 
and understand them in the context of becoming a scholar. I could never have completed my 
thesis without her. I also thank my secondary supervisory, Dr Michael Olsson, for his feedback 
and suggestions throughout my studies. 
I thank my late father, Paul Veros, who read and wrote obsessively, and my mother, Evangelia 
Papadima Veros, with her inimitable capacity for work and her ability to create beautiful textiles 
through memory, reverse engineering and delicate skill. Neither of my parents received formal 
schooling due to having their lives disrupted and devastated by World War II and the Greek Civil 
War. Yet they educated themselves, they had the courage to take the risk to migrate to Australia, 
they negotiated living in a country while learning a new language, and sacrificed much to ensure 
that their four daughters were all educated. My parents taught me that literacy is an important tool 
for escaping poverty, but that it isn’t a sole marker of intelligence.  
Thank you to my childhood librarian Kate Campion, who gave me my first library card 
(Borrower number 6115) at The Warren Children’s Library in Marrickville when I was four, who 
indulged and enabled my incessant book talk, who let me shelve books and sit behind the 
circulation desk processing returns by the time I was ten, for walking me home when the library 
closed and my parents had tired of picking me up every day, for employing me in my first library 
 
 3 
job as a children’s library assistant, and for giving me the keys to her home when I was twenty so 
I could come and go. She showed me that borrowers and librarians could form friendships. Other 
kids want to grow up to be lawyers, doctors, sports stars. I just wanted to be Kate. 
Thank you to Kat Mayo, who walked into the library branch where I worked in 2007 and turned 
my life around through a casual book chat about the best of the Thomas the Tank Engine series 
and Jules and Robin from Suzanne Brockmann’s Troubleshooter romance novels. I charmed her 
with my sparkling readers’ advisory repartee, she wowed me by knowing more. If it wasn’t for 
Kat insisting to my managers that she needed “her” librarian with her at the Australian Romance 
Readers Association’s convention, I would not have attended the event, I would not have joined 
Twitter to live tweet the weekend’s proceedings, I would never have met on- and offline romance 
fiction readers and academics, and I would not have had my prescient conversation about 
libraries with a romance author. My conversations with Kat continue to be an always amusing 
mess of romance fiction, libraries, Twitter gossip and food. I could never have wished for a better 
borrower-turned-friend.  
I want to give especially big thanks to the incredible support of Jo Butler and Dr Elaine Fishwick 
for their deeply considered friendship and all our many discussions over the years – you have 
both changed the way I think about the world. I also want to thank Dr Sandra Barletta, Dr Jessica 
Miller, Kay Grimanis and Rachel Robinson all of whom I formed a deep connection with on 
Twitter, who have touched me with their gracious hospitality and warm friendship. I thank my 
sisters Vaia, Helen and Penelope, as well as Lina Nehme, Dr Ben Hanckel, Dr Bhuva Narayan, 
Dr Jayashree Kamblé, Dr Laura Vivanco, Anita Franjieh, Kate Cuthbert, Dr Fiona Andreallo, Dr 
Tilly Hinton, Dr Jodi McAlister, Dr Marie Palmer, Dr Amina Singh, and all the scholars who 
shared my study space –  George, Sandris, Sashi, Irna, Zhen, Anna and so many more. I thank 
you all for answering my questions, listening to me and engaging in fun and meaningful 
discussions; for sharing your stories with me, your books and resources with me; for supping with 
me and opening your homes to me, and for keeping me connected during the long Covid19 
lockdown months of thesis writing. Everyone has gone well beyond my expectations in their 
friendship and support.  
I would like to thank my wonderful book group of 20 years – especially Kiri, Fiona and Kit; and I 
would like to thank the many romance readers I have met who so willingly share their love for 
their favourite fiction, especially Rudi, Gabby and Sarah.  
Thank you to the State Library of New South Wales public libraries services branch for the 
seminal readers’ advisory training I received in 2005 delivered by Libraries Alive’s Sherrey 
 
 4 
Quinn and Ian McCallum, as well as my workplace supervisors, Anne Duffield and Peter Condie, 
who nominated me to undertake this training in order to train the City of Sydney library staff in 
readers’ advisory skills. This training changed my career trajectory. I also thank my managers 
David Sharman and Kiersten Fishburn who agreed with Kat Mayo and supported my attendance 
at the Australian Romance Readers Association’s convention. 
I am grateful to my fellow librarians and friends who were on the NSW Readers’ Advisory 
Committee with me – Helen Cowen, Jenn Martin, Cathy Johnston and Therese Scott – whose 
ideas and enthusiasm brought such joy to my library work. My thanks also go to Dr Rachel 
Franks, who first planted the seed of the idea of researching genre fiction back in 2011. Our own 
project didn’t come to fruition, however it was her scholarship that introduced me to the Popular 
Culture Association of Australia and New Zealand. And thank you to Ellen Forsyth, whose 
tireless work with the readers’ advisory group and the reference and information group over the 
past two decades distinguishes her as one of the most exceptional librarians I have had the good 
fortune to work alongside and be guided by. 
And finally, I want to thank those librarians who agreed to be interviewed for this study, as well 
as all the library professionals who have been part of my working and studying life. It is a 
difficult task to research the practices of librarians, which were also my own practices, and to 
shine a torch on only one specific area of the multiplex practices of librarianship. As colleagues 
who have worked within the same system alongside one another, our field of work is ever-
shifting and it is important for all of us to openly, and not defensively, discuss our strengths and 
weaknesses and any criticism we receive from outside our field. It is easy to discuss all the 
wonderful things we do as librarians in society; it is much harder to interrogate our practices in 
order to make sense of them constructively. To all my interviewees and their managers who 
agreed to take part in this research, to all the librarians who reached out and told me their stories 
and experiences with romance novels, uncatalogued collections, donations, paperbacks and book 








Public libraries are cultural institutions with broad reaching stated values of inclusion 
underpinning their service delivery and collection provision to engage and reflect their local 
communities. These values of inclusion are enacted through a variety of practices of librarians. 
Anecdotal evidence suggested that the practices of librarians were leading to romance fiction 
potentially being excluded from collections and associated services. This study, set at the 
intersection of librarianship and studies of popular culture, explores these practices, using Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital and structuring structures, Raymond Williams’s concept 
of ordinary and popular culture along with his concept of the selective tradition, and Catherine 
Sheldrick Ross’s metaphors of reading. Through an ethnographic case study, the practices of 
public librarians in New South Wales are examined using field observations, interview and 
document analysis. The data analysis was enriched by an approach based on Bourdieu’s notion of 
“thinking tools”, a key tool being Gérard Genette’s notions of transtextuality, providing a 
framework for both the thesis structure and for understanding the research data. The key findings 
of this thesis by compilation are that romance fiction novels are marginalised through the practice 
of creating absences with implications for other library services, authors and readers. These 
absences are situated within the practices of acquisitions and collection policies, the provision of 
cataloguing bibliographic records with its associated metadata, the placement and shelving of 
romance fiction, and the selection of fiction titles and the provision of kits for book groups. The 
conceptual context of the study identified that the tension arising from perceptions of legitimacy 
of romance fiction continues to prevail within the profession. As a consequence, public librarians 
no longer play a significant role in the selective tradition through which popular culture is 
institutionalised, their range of cultural competence tends to not include knowledge of the genre 
of romance fiction resulting in a lessening of the cultural capital of the wider community.  At a 
methodological level, the study has demonstrated the usefulness of Bourdieu’s thinking tools, in 
particular, field, structuring structures, and cultural competence. At a conceptual level, it has 
shown that while Williams’s notion of popular culture is relevant, his concept of the selective 
tradition is constrained in the contemporary context; public librarians no longer have sole 
responsibility for the institutionalisation of culture, with the rise of internet-based services 
allowing people through their everyday lives to contribute to determining the cultural expressions 
that will become part of the cultural record. 
